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Beauty: The Power and Pleasure of Truth
Christopher Walker

Honors’ Thesis

My head was spinning after a conversation with Barbara Elliot, a speaker on campus during my junior year here at Hillsdale. While discussing her talk on beauty’s decline in modern art, Mrs. Elliot added that she had “converted to Catholicism because of beauty.” The questions in my head started flying. Is beauty that important? Why in the world would someone convert because of beauty? Can’t Protestants like beauty too? What is beauty anyway? Perhaps at the root of my questions was my own appreciation for beauty, whether of God’s creation or of human art. But my appreciation for beauty was plagued with questions. What makes something beautiful? Why doesn’t everyone consider the same things beautiful? How does faith in God affect the way I should look at beauty, and how does faith change my understanding of the nature of beauty? In short, I did not know how a Christian should think about beauty. To help me answer these questions I turned to Augustine and Jonathan Edwards. Because these two men have impacted my understanding of the Christian faith in many areas, and because both considered beauty an important part of their theology, I thought both would be good candidates to aid me in my search for a proper, Christian understanding of beauty.

Augustine’s Philosophy of Beauty

On the one hand, Augustine does not deal at length with the topic of beauty specifically. However, Augustine’s writings are sprinkled throughout with references to beauty, including the beauty of God, the beauty of creation, and the power of beauty over the soul. From these one can begin to understand Augustine’s philosophy regarding the nature of beauty and its role in the Christian faith. 


Any discussion of Augustine, however, requires a look back at Plato. Neo-platonism had an immense influence on early Christian thought, and many tenets of the Christian faith, especially in regards to the nature of God, have parallels in the thought of Plato. Augustine goes so far as to say that the writings of the Platonists first convinced him of the existence of God, though Jesus Christ brought him to a saving knowledge of God.
 Augustine’s understanding of beauty is no exception. Augustine’s description of the characteristics of beauty, his understanding of our experience of beauty, and his view of beauty’s relationship to God are all very similar to that of Plato. Nevertheless, Augustine is also very careful to ground his aesthetics in Scripture, and the influence of Plato should not diminish the impact of Augustine’s thought on a search for a proper understanding of beauty in the church. 


To begin, Augustine argues that God is the source of all truth, of all goodness, and of all beauty. God is beauty, and all things are beautiful to the extent that they reflect God Himself. In addition, anything that is beautiful is a manifestation of the perfect beauty of God. But Augustine does not just say that God is beautiful; he carries the argument further by arguing that God’s triune nature perfects His beauty. Augustine argues, “in that supreme triad is the source of all things, and the most perfect beauty, and wholly blissful delight.”
 Describing the perfect beauty of the Trinity, Augustine adds that the Son of God is beautiful because He is the perfect form or image of the Father. Augustine writes, “As regards the image, I suppose [Hilary] mentioned form on account of the beauty involved in such harmony…where there is no discord and no inequality and no kind of unlikeness, but identical correspondence with that of which it is the image.”
 And just as God’s beauty is found in His triune nature, so nature reflects His triune beauty, “So then, as we direct our gaze at the creator by understanding the things that are made, we should understand him as triad, whose traces appear in creation in a way that is fitting.”
 Beauty, then, is a characteristic of God, three in one, and God is the source of all that is beautiful.


Augustine does not abandon his discussion of beauty once he has established that God is the perfect example of beauty, nor does he content himself with knowing that anything beautiful is a reflection of God. Augustine wants to know what qualities make a thing appear beautiful. According to Emmanuel Chapman, Augustine recognizes that it is very difficult to come up with a simple definition of beauty because it is not confined to one class of things, but is present in all being, whether divine, intellectual, moral, or physical.
 Nevertheless, Augustine does attempt to define beauty as accurately as possible.


Augustine’s definition ties beauty to two concepts: delight and external form. The beauty of an object is frequently recognized by our delight in it. However, this is not to say that beauty is subjective, and that whatever one enjoys is beautiful while anything one does not enjoy is ugly. Augustine is careful to point out that a thing is not beautiful because people delight in it, but that people delight in it because it is beautiful.
 What, then, are the characteristics of this beauty that provides pleasure? Mazzeo writes that Augustine finds a thing to be beautiful when its external form makes it pleasing.
 Thus, the delight one takes in an object is derived from its external qualities. What particular qualities make an object pleasing? Chapman summarizes Augustine’s characteristics of beauty as number, unity, form, and order.
 When discussing the Trinity, Augustine argues that the beauty of Christ is tied to his form, namely, his image of the Father.
 This passage also seems to suggest that the perfect unity of the Trinity plays a role in its beauty. In another place, Augustine writes that, “Only beauty pleases; and in beauty, shapes; and in shapes, proportions; and in proportions, numbers.”
 Both the connection between beauty and pleasure and an argument for the role of number and proportion in making a thing beautiful are evident in this passage. Thus, Augustine seems to be arguing that the qualities of form, proportion (or number), unity, and order in an object make it beautiful, and therefore pleasing.


The argument that beauty is found in certain external characteristics does not, however, diminish Augustine’s argument that beauty is ultimately a manifestation of God, Who is the most perfectly pleasing and perfectly beautiful Being. Rather, Augustine argues that the perfection of God in proportion, form, unity, and order is manifest in God’s creation. Just as a thing reflects that proportion, form, unity, and order, so also does it reflect God’s beauty. In other words, a thing is beautiful when it images its archetype well. 


Augustine does note that there are different degrees of beauty, however, and he incorporates this into his understanding of beauty. Aside from the obvious distinction between objects that display more harmony, order, or unity, Augustine also argues that objects can be more or less beautiful depending on their context. Augustine points out that individual objects can be beautiful in themselves, but they are always more beautiful if they are understood in light of their proper place in the world. Just as the whole is greater than the parts, so the whole is more beautiful than its parts. In fact, it is for this reason that Augustine argues that physical beauty is lower than spiritual beauty, for “[with] corporeal beauty…its parts cannot all exist simultaneously. Some things give place and others succeed them, and all together complete the number of temporal forms and make of them a single beauty.”
 Fallen man has been torn from unity with God, and the result is not only disunity with God, but disunity among all things around him as well. He is unable to see beauty in the connections and relations of things, and is caught up in the changing variety of the physical world. For this reason, corporeal beauty is the “least and lowest”
 of all manifest beauty. Only when all things are understood in the context of the unity of God can the greatest beauty be found.


If physical beauty is a lower beauty, then Augustine must consider something to be a higher beauty. Augustine argues that the properties of beauty are not just found in physical objects, but also in the soul and the intellect. Virtue, for instance, also has the qualities of beauty. If the virtuous soul is beautiful, then the presence of God in His kingdom must be the highest beauty. So Augustine writes while dwelling upon Psalm 144, 

“This is why the psalmist could not be content to speak of its glorious beauty. He could have used those words of any beautiful form created even in this world… He spoke rather, of the greatness of the beauty of your kingdom, hinting at a reality we do not yet see, but believe in without seeing…there is a certain beauty so great that it must be loved before it is seen.”
 

This spiritual beauty of God’s kingdom is a higher beauty than the beauty of physical objects, which cannot adequately communicate the greatness of the beauty of the coming kingdom. What makes spiritual beauty greater than physical beauty? With the case of the kingdom of God, it is the presence of God Himself. But the point is that in the coming kingdom, the lost unity will be restored and fallen man will be redeemed. Once the kingdom of God has been restored, man will better be able to comprehend all of creation in its context. The resulting beauty is far greater than any that cannot be found here on earth. 


This idea of greater and lesser beauty opens up the most important aspect of Augustine’s understanding of beauty. For Augustine, beauty is arranged in a distinct hierarchy from inanimate objects up to God. This ladder of beauty assists the soul in coming to a knowledge of God. Augustine describes his ascent up this ladder of beauty, from the physical, to the soul, and then beyond the soul to God: 

“I asked myself why I approved of the beauty of bodies, whether celestial or terrestrial, and what justification I had for giving an unqualified judgment on mutable things…and so step by step I ascended from bodies to the soul…and from there to its inward force…From there again I ascended to the power of reasoning to which is to be attributed the power of judging the deliverances of the bodily senses…This power… withdrew itself from the contradictory swarms of imaginative fantasies, so as to discover the light by which it was flooded. At that point it had no hesitation in declaring that the unchangeable is preferable to the changeable…so in the flash of a trembling glace it attained to that which is.”

In this extended description of his rise from physical objects to the divine, Augustine, in perhaps his most platonic moment, lays out the hierarchy of beauty. In this hierarchy, each level of beauty is characterized by the same external qualities which please the mind, but each level carries the mind to a new level of delight, a new level of perfection, and therefore, a new level of beauty.


Nevertheless, Augustine’s hierarchical philosophy of beauty does not destroy his appreciation for physical beauty. Although physical beauty is not as powerful as, and certainly not preferable to, spiritual beauty, it does not fall out of Augustine’s theology. Creation is exquisitely beautiful, both in its awesome majesty and its simple splendor.
 Art, likewise, displays the external qualities of beauty. Although spoken poetry is fleeting, the order and harmony of its rhythms are beautiful. As Augustine puts it, “in spite of this the verse is beautiful as exhibiting the faint traces of the beauty which the art of poetry keeps steadfastly and unchangeably.”
 Art is a creative act that can demonstrate the same principles of beauty found in God’s creation and that can raise the mind up to God. 


To this point, Augustine has laid out a clear and consistent philosophy of beauty. But a serious question remains. If beauty delights, and the delight is caused by objective qualities in an object, why don’t all men recognize the same beauty in the same things? Or even more poignantly, if God is the most beautiful of all beings, and His beauty is manifested just as objectively in all beauty around us, why do many people deny the existence of God? The role of the mind in Augustine’s philosophy of beauty is the key to unlocking this question. 


Augustine argues that if a person is to experience beauty, he must do so through his mind. The mind delights in an object and determines that it is beautiful. As Augustine puts it, “If there is any loveliness discerned in the lineaments of the body, or beauty in the movement of music and song, it is the mind that makes this judgment.”
 Augustine is not suddenly slipping into Gnosticism here. He is certainly not denying the role of the senses. In fact, Augustine notes, “Far be it from us to doubt the truth of things we have learnt through the senses of the body. It is through them that we have learnt about heaven and earth and all that is known to us in them.”
 However, Augustine argues that beauty is primarily something contemplated by the mind, not just sensed by the body. This may not be a conscious contemplation whereby one sits down with the purpose of dwelling on a flower’s beauty; it may be a spontaneous, delightful response to something one finds beautiful. Nevertheless, it is the mind that judges whether or not something is beautiful, for the mind comprehends and delights in proportion, unity, form, and order. 


If beauty is comprehended by the mind, then any difference in opinion regarding the beauty of thing must arise from an error in the mind. This is just what Chapman argues, writing that in Augustine’s philosophy of beauty error comes when the mind neglects truth, or cannot fully comprehend the true qualities of an object. Because both body and intellect are clouded by the effects of sin, a person will not be able to see and delight in all beauty as it should. This does not necessarily mean that blindness to beauty is a moral deficiency in our wills, but it does mean that the error of finite, fallen minds is often the cause of their inability to see God’s beauty around them. 

The role of the mind implies that there is some place for training in this philosophy as well. People may differ in their opinions regarding the beauty of an object because their capacity to exercise judgment towards sensible beauty differs based on their nature and their training.
 This means that at some level, a person may judge beauty better once he is trained. As Augustine summarizes in his City of God, “A clever mind judges more aptly than the stupid one; a skilled one better than one unskilled; an experienced one better than one inexperienced. Even the same mind, once it improves, judges better than it did before.”
 Of course, only a mind perfectly freed from the effects of sin can judge beauty perfectly, but through training and experience the mind can more accurately judge beauty in what it contemplates.


Perhaps the most significant consequence of Augustine’s introduction of the mind into his philosophy of beauty is the resulting connection between beauty and truth. If beauty is not just an immediate emotional response to the senses, but is a delight through the contemplation of the mind, then the truth of the thing contemplated must be in some way related to its beauty. Augustine makes the same connection in his Of True Religion. He concludes that in order to recall the “primal beauty” which the soul abandoned “the inward man may agree with the indwelling truth in a pleasure that is not low and carnal but supremely spiritual.”
 In other words, when a man finds and contemplates truth, he takes pleasure in it. Yet the truth that a person delights in is intimately connected with the pleasure brought by beauty. Thus, for Augustine, while truth and beauty are not the same thing, they are related such that if understood rightly, truth is beautiful, and beauty is true. 


Augustine does not simply try to describe beauty and how men perceive it, however. His philosophy of beauty is incomplete apart from his understanding of beauty’s significance. Beauty is not something passively received. Beauty exists for a purpose, and that purpose is to reveal its Creator. Augustine repeatedly quotes Romans 1:20 (“His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made”) throughout his writings, arguing that all created things reveal God. Augustine refers to creation as “divine art”, which reveals a certain unity, form, and order.
 Unity, form, and order, of course, are none other than the external qualities of beautiful things. Elsewhere, Augustine writes, “the whole [of creation] praises God. How does it all praise him? Because when you contemplate it and perceive its beauty, you praise God through it.”
 Thus, not only creation, but specifically its beauty, seen in its form, unity, and order, points to God and reveals Him. This is the purpose of beauty. 


If this is the purpose of beauty, it is a small step for Augustine to argue that beauty created by God must accomplish its purpose. This is essentially the argument Augustine makes when he says that beauty powerfully lifts the soul up to God. Beauty’s nature is such that it draws men up the ladder of beauty, from physical objects to God. Men whose minds contemplate the beauty of creation are immediately met with a call to praise God, so that Augustine declares, “this very truth that you have discovered is the earth’s cry of confession, and to praise your creator you make the earth’s cry your own.”
 Mazzeo focuses on Augustine’s argument regarding beauty’s purpose and power when he writes, “Beauty not only reveals God but also functions as a lure, as a kind of attractive power forcing the spirit up toward God.”
 A similar argument, but in another sense, arises from beauty’s connection with truth. As beauty’s power works on our minds and souls, it confirms the true and the good. As Chapman puts it, beauty is the illumination and splendor of truth and goodness.
 Again it is clear that beauty, while not the same as truth, does work together with it, and urges the mind and the soul to contemplate what is true and what is good. 


It would be wrong to discuss Augustine’s philosophy of beauty without noting his fear of beauty’s power in this world. Augustine was particularly struck by the power of music, and admitted that he was sometimes distracted from the worship of God because of the beauty of the music he was listening to. He writes, “But this contentment of the flesh, to which the soul must not be given over to be enervated, doth oft beguile me.”
 However, this does not undermine Augustine’s other statements on beauty. Rather, it strikes an appropriate balance, whereby the Christian should love beauty because it reflects its Creator, but not turn from the Creator because of the splendor of His creation.

Augustine’s philosophy of beauty is fully centered on God, the perfect exemplar and Creator of all beauty. For Augustine, beauty itself is an objective principle defined by the nature of God. It powerfully points upwards and draws the soul to the divine. Because of this purpose and power, beauty plays a central role in our understanding of God and in our lives as Christians.

Edwards’ Understanding of Beauty

Jonathan Edwards is one of the few Protestant theologians to deal with the topic of beauty in a way similar to Augustine during an era when Enlightenment thinking more and more chased the classical understanding of beauty out of both philosophy and theology. But Edwards does not just consider beauty; beauty is at the center of his whole theology. Edwards’ view of God is shaped by beauty, his ethics is based on beauty, and his love of the natural world depends upon his understanding of beauty.  


Edwards’ most succinct handling of the topic of beauty is in his “Dissertation on the Nature of True Virtue”. His definition of beauty is laid out here, along with much of beauty’s relevance to the Christian. For a concept which plays such a major role in all of his theology, one statement can hardly sum up Edwards’ definition of beauty. But Edwards does tell us that, “When a form or quality appears lovely, pleasing, and delightful in itself, then it is called beautiful; and this agreeableness or gratefulness of the idea is beauty.”
 This definition echoes centuries of aesthetic philosophy, which identify beauty as that which is pleasing to the one contemplating it. At first, this definition may seem inadequate and hopelessly subjective. However, Edwards here is only summarizing the nature of beauty; he is not yet considering what makes a thing delightful. Edwards recognizes that people have a tendency to delight in those things which are characterized by beauty, but this is a separate question from what constitutes that beauty. 


Beauty is certainly not subjective, nor does it follow from what Edwards has said that anything one finds pleasing is therefore beautiful. Beauty is found in the object itself, and must necessarily be objective. In Miscellany 739, Edwards writes that “'Tis from the nature of the object loved, rather [than] from the degree of the principle in the lover”
 that an object is lovely or excellent. What is it in an object, then, which makes a thing beautiful? Edwards defines beauty, at its most basic level, by terms such as consent or agreement. With these terms, Edwards emphasizes that beauty is fundamentally a product of relationships. Edwards argues that beauty is found when certain parts or qualities of a thing or being are in harmony with others. Since God is the greatest of all beings, beauty is primarily consent to or agreement with God. 
Edwards continues to solidify the objective nature of beauty by arguing that it is defined by a relationship toward God. If a being or thing is beautiful because of its relationship toward God, then it cannot be determined by the whims of man. As Roland Delattre summarizes, “Beauty is constituted by objective relations of consent and dissent among beings, relations into which the subject (or beholder) may enter and participate but the beauty of which is defined by conformity to God.”
 A person beholding a being or thing cannot be the determiner of its beauty if beauty is already defined by the nature of God. Therefore, beauty must be objective, because God’s nature does not change and is not different for different people.

This also means that the beauty of an object cannot be understood in isolation. Objective though it may be, because beauty is defined by consent or agreement, it must be understood in the context of a relationship. If a person considers a being or an object in isolation, he may misjudge its beauty. Edwards argues that there are some things which “only seem to be [beautiful]…if considered partially and superficially, or with regard to some things belonging to them…which would appear otherwise in a more extensive and comprehensive view.”
 Because beauty relies upon a context of relationships, one risks loving something ugly or rejecting something beautiful if one does not consider the thing in all its aspects and relationships. 

This idea of understanding beauty by the whole context of a thing also plays into Edwards’ understanding of varying degrees of beauty. The more diverse and varied the components which are united together in a whole, the more beautiful that thing is. Just as a single melody cannot match the splendor of a full choral arrangement, so simple beauty does not display the same degree of consent and agreement as something which is complex, yet united.  This does not mean that one is a different sort of beauty than the other, but that it is more considerable or more beautiful to see many different things united together for a single end than few. 

Edwards discerns two types of beauty, which he calls primary beauty and secondary beauty. Primary beauty consists in, “That consent, agreement, or union of being to being.”
 This beauty is rooted in intelligent beings, rather than in inanimate objects. It is a spiritual consent which is defined by a mental act and which relies upon the moral choice of the will. But by consent, Edwards does not just mean that two beings agree, but also that consent must inevitably lead to benevolence or love. Thus, Edwards argues that spiritual beauty consists wholly in this love toward beings, as well as the actions and spring from this love.
 God’s communion with man and the relationship between human souls are both a part of this primary beauty. 

More in the tradition of Plato and other western philosophers, Edwards uses the ideas of proportion, harmony, and order to guide his understanding of secondary, or physical, beauty. He writes in The Nature of True Virtue, “Yet there is another…secondary beauty…called by various names of regularity, order, uniformity, symmetry, proportion, or harmony.”
 For Edwards, this physical beauty is always a reflection of the primary, spiritual beauty. Thus, spiritual beauty is found in the agreement of beliefs, actions, and natures, while physical beauty is found in the harmony and proportion of objects. Secondary beauty is a reflection of primary beauty, and primary beauty finds its source and perfection in God Himself. Thus, the nature of God’s beauty determines the nature of all beauty.
The beauty of God is both the “foundation and fountain”
 of all beauty in Edwards’ theology. Indeed, God’s distinction and separation from His creatures is demonstrated by the fact that God is beautiful in Himself, rather than relying upon someone or something else for beauty. In the Nature of True Virtue, Edwards considers both the source and the extent of the glorious splendor of God’s beauty.  

First, the triune nature of God is the source of His beauty. The Trinity, that perfect communion of Father, Son, and Spirit, displays the most perfect union, consent, and agreement. Among the persons of the Trinity is a perfect union both of wills and of being itself; and because the will of the Triune God is perfectly united, it also manifests itself in perfect love. In no being other than the Trinity is so perfect a benevolence displayed. As Edwards himself writes, “God has appeared glorious to me, on account of the Trinity”
, and also, there exists “among the persons of the Trinity, the supreme Harmony of all.”
 Perhaps the most tangible example of this love and agreement between the persons of the Godhead is the obedience of Christ in humbly dying on the cross to restore communion between God and man.

Second, the extent of God’s beauty, which is infinitely glorious and far exceeds that of any creature, can be considered. Edwards argues logically that, “As God is infinitely the greatest Being, so He is allowed to be infinitely the most beautiful and excellent.”
 This beauty and excellence pervades all of God’s character. Among God’s attributes, Edwards argues that God’s moral excellence, or His holiness, is the primary display of His beauty. God’s holiness is His absolute perfection, it is His absolute agreement and harmony with all His moral law, both as Author of it and as perfect judge of men according to it. Thus Edwards can argue in The End for Which God Created the World, “Another emanation of divine fullness…is the communication of God’s holiness; so that hereby the creature partakes of God’s own moral excellency; which is properly the beauty of the divine nature.”
 Thus, as God is infinite in all His attributes, so God must necessarily be infinitely glorious. 


While God is the perfect example of this primary, spiritual beauty, the beauty of human souls is also judged according to this standard of consent or agreement. God requires joyful obedience of men, for that is evidence of a soul in harmony with its Creator. People are also to love each other, and although this is different from loving God because of the nature of the relationship, it is based upon the same principle of consent or agreement. In a similar comparison, Edwards examines the role of beauty in salvation (man’s relation to God) and in virtue (man’s relation to man). 


In a fallen world, the only way for humanity to live in consent or agreement with God is by the quickening power of the Holy Spirit. Edwards incorporates this basic tenet of Christianity into his theology of beauty. Jenson writes that above all an “adoration of God’s majesty, and that is for Edwards to say, a sheer beholding of God’s beauty” led to Edwards’ conversion.
 Edwards himself recalls, “[A]s I was walking there and looking up into the sky and clouds, there came into my mind so sweet a sense of the glorious majesty and grace of God, that I know not how to express.”
 Perhaps building on his own experience, Edwards argues in his miscellanies that “Tis by a sight of the beauty and amiableness of God’s holiness that the heart is transformed into the same image and strongly engaged to imitate God.”
 As all of these references indicate, the beauty of Christ plays a central role in the Spirit’s work of captivating a man’s mind and heart, uniting them with Himself, and transforming them into an image of Himself. Thus, this union with Christ in salvation is itself beautiful, both in the harmony of the relationship and in the excellency of Christ that is imputed to us. Edwards returns to this same principle of God’s beauty and its place in conversion when he stood in the midst of religious revival. Faced with the difficult task of trying to determine which souls were truly saved and which were not, Edwards wrote that, 

“There is no grace in Christ, but there is its image in believers to answer it. The image is a true image; and there is something of the same beautiful proportion in the image, which is in the original…there is symmetry and beauty in the workmanship of Christ.”

It will be evident when anyone has been genuinely transformed by the Holy Spirit because of the beauty of his life, which will reflect Christ’s beauty. Beauty, then, played an integral role in Edwards’ understanding of conversion, and in the transformation of the heart by Christ.


Edwards also grounds his ethics in his aesthetics. This is the reason that a work on the nature of true virtue is also a treatise on the understanding of beauty. Edwards states the connection from the beginning, defining virtue as “the beauty of the qualities and exercises of the heart, or those actions which proceed from them.”
 Thus, a moral action itself may be beautiful or ugly. When a man exercises his will, he either acts out of love for others and performs a beautiful act, or out of self-love and achieves the opposite. While not every beautiful thing is related to virtue, and not every single decision is related to beauty, Edwards asserts that “virtue is the beauty of those qualities and acts of the mind, that are of a moral nature, such as are attended with desert or worthiness of praise or blame.”
 Thus, virtue belongs to that primary, spiritual beauty that is enjoyed and displayed by intelligent beings.

William Spohn points out that there is an even deeper significance in Edwards’ concept of morality, in that virtue is an image of the love of God.
 It is not merely a code of conduct, but a display of the same primary or spiritual beauty that characterizes God Himself. God’s perfect, triune holiness was the archetype of benevolence to being in general, and our holiness is nothing other than “a conformity to and participation of [God’s beauty].”
 Just as God is gloriously beautiful because of His perfect example of benevolence, so humans are beautiful when they are benevolent. 

Edwards’ aesthetic then moves from the beauty of intelligent beings and matters of will, to inanimate objects. Inanimate objects manifest a secondary beauty. While secondary beauty does not carry the same direct moral implications as primary beauty, it still rests upon the same principles as primary beauty, and it still holds a significant place in Edwards’ theology. Secondary, or natural beauty, is also defined by consent and agreement, and this sort of beauty manifests itself in such qualities as order, uniformity, symmetry, proportion, and harmony. Edwards argues that this appearance of consent makes physical things beautiful, whether by corresponding colors and shapes, the proportion of the human body, or the harmony of notes in a piece of music.
 Not only an abstract application of these qualities makes a thing beautiful, however. Edwards believed that those things displaying a natural beauty are proportionate in reality as well. When speaking of the beauty of music, Edwards notes that the pleasant tones are made up of ratios such as octaves, thirds, and fifths,
 while elsewhere Edwards speculated that
“Tis very probable that wonderful suitableness of green for the grass and plants, the blue of the sky, the white of the clouds, the colors of flowers, consists in a complicated proportion that these colors make one with another, either in the magnitude of the rays, the number of vibrations that are caused in the optic nerve, or in some other way.”

In other words, the beauty of physical objects comes from a concept of consent or agreement that is similar to the consent or agreement seen in spiritual relationships. For physical objects, this consent or agreement manifests itself when an object consists of various parts that all contribute to a harmony of form or design, such as when all the parts of a puzzle fit together to form one, whole, beautiful picture. 
The significance of natural beauty arises from its reflection of spiritual beauty. While terms such as harmony, proportion, and order are used to describe natural beauty, those terms refer to the same consent and agreement that determined spiritual beauty, of which God Himself is the foundation and fountain. As Edwards wrote, “there is in [secondary beauty] some image of the true, spiritual, original beauty, which has been spoken of.”
 Nevertheless, Edwards clearly does not place natural beauty on the same plane as spiritual beauty. In fact, he goes on to argue that although natural objects derive their beauty from the nature of spiritual beauty, few people appreciate natural beauty because of this relationship. While a person may delight in the beautiful features of a face, Edwards notes that rarely will this person be delighted in the face because he pays attention its particular proportions. Rather, God has placed in man an instinct to love that which is beautiful, so that all men have a propensity to delight in that which conforms to the principles of consent and agreement.
 

Edwards argues that this is one of the greatest differences between primary and secondary beauty, namely, that primary beauty is pleasing precisely because the relationship between beings is perceived. On the other hand, an individual may not have any idea what makes a physical object beautiful. In other words, a man delights in primary beauty when he contemplates its spiritual consent or agreement. On the other hand, “persons that are gratified and affected with [natural] beauty, do not reflect on that particular agreement and proportion, which…is the ground and rule of beauty in the case, yea, are ignorant of it.”
 In other words, a person may delight in a flower without taking particular care to notice the angles of the petals and how they relate to one another, whereas it is precisely the relationship of the mind or the soul that causes one to delight in its beauty. Edwards does argue that only those who contemplate physical beauty in light of Beauty Itself will fully delight in it, but this does not mean that physical beauty will only be pleasing to those who know its Author and Creator. 

Despite the fact that Edwards calls natural beauty “inferior”, he does not reject its important place in his theology. Natural beauty speaks to the purpose for which God created the world. For Edwards, God’s purpose in creating the world was, and must necessarily have been, His own glory. Every act of God, including creation, is done so that His glory might be made manifest, and therefore increased. Edwards wrote in his Miscellanies, “God’s glory…as the end of all God’s works is in one word the emanation of that fullness of God that is from eternity in God…toward those creatures that are capable of being sensible and active objects of such an emanation.”
 In creation, God stamped the very marks of His own beauty, namely consent of being that appears as harmony and order in creation, upon the physical world to be admired by his people. Since the very purpose of creation was to increase the glory of God through the physical world, this gives the beauty of the natural world a new importance as well. Edwards points out this significance, writing that “As to the corporeal world…the sweetest and most charming beauty of it is its resemblance of spiritual beauties.”
 Despite the fact that Edwards calls physical beauty secondary or inferior, he repeatedly returns to the pleasure of natural beauty and its ability to communicate and reflect spiritual beauty.
Nor does the term “secondary beauty” diminish the importance of creation. Rather, Edwards’ theology raises it to a level which it would not have aside from its reflection of God’s perfect beauty. Edwards was constantly overwhelmed by the beauty in nature that pointed him back to the Creator. In the brilliance of the sun, in the soft blue sky, in the splendor of a field of wild flowers, Edwards saw a profound reflection of the ultimate source of beauty. Edwards described the world not only as being created by God, but also as a reflection of the beauty of God. He writes, “The beauty of the world consists wholly of sweet mutual consents, either within itself, or with the Supreme Being.”
 Edwards’ life demonstrated his belief in the beauty of God in nature, for he was often filled with amazement by the glory and majesty of God when he contemplated the world around him. Jensen concludes, “Beauty is not an abstract concept for Edwards, it is his word for what he immediately loves in reality….it is while walking the river and watching the clouds that he is given a sense of the beauty of God.”
 This is, perhaps, the most important point that Edwards makes about natural beauty: in it, men gain a sense of the beauty of God.

Edwards is very clear about the fact that the most important thing about natural beauty is its ability to point us upwards to its Creator. In an argument similar to Augustine’s exhortation to rise from the beauty of inanimate objects, to intellectual beauty, and finally to the beauty of God, Edwards argues that the physical world can lift our minds up to God. He writes, 

“God has so constituted nature, that the presenting of this inferior beauty, especially in those kinds of it which have the greatest resemblance of the primary beauty…have a tendency to assist those whose hearts are under the influence of a truly virtuous temper, to dispose them to the exercises of divine love, and enliven in them a sense of spiritual beauty.”

God’s creation so manifests His own divine nature that its physical beauty has the power to stir up within us a greater love for spiritual beauty.


But Edwards’ argument also fundamentally differs from Augustine’s. Notice that Edwards qualifies his statement by saying that natural beauty can “assist those whose hearts are under the influence of a truly virtuous temper”. Edwards is not arguing that any sinner walking down the street is likely to come to a knowledge of God based on the beauty of the flower box he passes. Nor is a person likely to come to a saving knowledge of Christ by looking within himself and contemplating the nature of unchangeable beauty, as Augustine argued. While Edwards does not preclude the possibility of such a conversion, his argument is more that physical beauty can assist the soul once it has been transformed by the Holy Spirit. Edwards summarized this relationship between beauty and the converted soul by writing, 

“The appearance of everything was altered: there seemed to be, as it were, a calm, sweet cast, or appearance of divine glory, in almost everything. God’s excellency…seemed to appear…in the sun, moon, and stars; in the clouds, and blue sky; in the grass, flowers, trees; in the water, and all nature; which used greatly to fix my mind.”

This is, in a way, the opposite argument that Augustine makes.
 Edwards is not so much laying out a ladder up to God, but contending that the soul of the saint takes more delight in physical beauty because he can see the excellence God displayed in it. 

Edwards’ understanding of natural beauty is not limited to God’s creation, for it also applies to the creations of men. Art is a reflection of physical beauty and can also display the harmony, proportion, and order that characterize beauty. In fact, although Edwards seems to be more impacted by the beauty of nature in his personal accounts, he does not exclude music and art from his examples of secondary beauty. Edwards seems to have the highest appreciation for music. Jensen quotes Edwards as going so far as to say that in heaven, “the exquisite spiritual proportion will be that of a very complex tune, where respect is to be had to the proportion of a great many notes together.”
 For Edwards, the beauty of art is not less important than other physical beauty, nor is it the furthest reflection of divine perfection as it was for Plato. Rather, art is another participant in the relationships of consent and agreement that make things beautiful.

From the personal and perfect relationship of the triune God down to the rocks and the trees, Edwards saw a consistent principle of consent toward being which made that relationship or thing pleasant. This consistency allowed Edwards to formulate an understanding of beauty that could explain why contemplating God, observing God’s creation, and participating in the creation of men could all stir his soul in a similar, though not equally powerful, manner. By comparing Edwards’ understanding of beauty with that of Augustine, I believe something of a proper, Christian approach toward beauty begins to emerge. 

So What is Beauty?

From the thought of Augustine and Edwards a definition of beauty has slowly begun to develop. This definition includes beauty’s relation to God, its role in the life of the Christian, and its manifestation in art and the physical world. Although there are certainly objections, none of them are new since the time of Augustine or Edwards. The two of them together defend a consistent, powerful understanding of beauty. 


To summarize this definition, then, one must start where Augustine and Edwards start: with God. God is the source of all beauty. Beauty arises from the nature of God, such that the perfect harmony and unity of the Trinity provide an example of beauty and a basis for understanding what beauty is. It is essential for the character of God to guide our understanding of beauty, because beauty is defined by Him. Just as the character and decrees of God define truth and goodness, so God Himself defines beauty. 
God is also the source of all other beauty because He creates all things in such a way that they reflect His nature. More specifically, creation reflects His triune nature by participating, albeit to a lesser degree, in the same loving unity that characterizes the triune God. The Trinity is perfectly beautiful by virtue of the consent and agreement among its members, and by virtue of the perfectly corresponding image of the Son to the Father and of the Spirit to the Father and the Son. Creation is beautiful to the extent that the will acts lovingly toward being in general, and to the extent that inanimate objects reflect the consent and agreement of the Trinity in their form, quality, or purpose. 
Finally, Augustine and Edwards both stress the extent of God’s beauty. Because God is infinitely the greatest being and because He is infinitely the most perfect being, He is also infinitely the most beautiful of all beings. Thus, the splendor and perfection of His loving, consenting nature give an unparalleled glory to His beauty. He whose nature defines beauty and He who created all other beauty is the standard of perfection. All other things are beautiful only to the degree in which they also image the perfect consent and agreement of God.


But a definition of beauty must describe more tangibly what objects or actions are beautiful and how that beauty can be recognized or understood. Both Augustine and Edwards begin by arguing that people recognize beauty by the delight they take in it. One’s first reaction to something beautiful is to take pleasure in it. But this does not plunge beauty into the realm of subjectivity. Delight is not the cause of beauty but a response to it; beauty is very much an objective principle for Augustine and Edwards.


Beauty itself arises from certain qualities or characteristics in objects or actions. Augustine and Edwards work from opposite directions in describing these characteristics, but they closely agree as to what they are. Augustine begins with number, unity, form, and order in physical objects. He notes, however, that these same characteristics apply to the beauty of virtuous actions and truthful, fitting thoughts as well. Edwards starts with the consent and agreement of beings, which manifest themselves first in men’s souls and actions, and then in inanimate objects. When Edwards talks about this secondary or physical beauty, he too uses the terms harmony, proportion, unity, form, and order. 


Primary, or spiritual, beauty is purer and more beautiful than secondary, or physical, beauty. For Augustine, this is because the soul and the intellect are closer to the divine and less susceptible to the change and unreliability of the physical world. For Edwards it is because spiritual beauty consists of matters of the will, which more fully reflect the beauty of the Triune God.


The characteristics of physical beauty are the same as those of spiritual beauty, although they are manifested in a less perfect way. Inanimate objects do not themselves exercise a will, but they are created by God in such a way that they reflect His beauty. Augustine and Edwards agree that proportion, form, unity, and order are the principle characteristics of physical beauty. They also agree that objects are most beautiful when they are understood in context – in light of the whole, rather than as individual parts. But the most important aspect of physical beauty is its manifestation of a higher, spiritual beauty. Creation points up to God and derives its beauty from Him. Thus, when one takes delight in a beautiful object, it is beautiful because its form reflects the perfect nature of God, and because it is understood in the context of His nature and of all that He has created. Of course, Edwards was careful to point out that a person may be struck by something beautiful even if he doesn’t recognize its precise proportion, harmony, and unity. The delight in form may not be a conscious one. Rather, God has instilled in all people a delight in what is beautiful, whether they are conscious of the specific cause of that beauty or not. 



Many people will immediately reject the idea of objective beauty. Everyone perceives beauty differently – beauty is in the eye of the beholder. An object is beautiful to one person and not to another, and even the same person may not consider the same object beautiful at all times. Augustine and especially Edwards recognized the same experiential objection, and they had an answer for it. Augustine argues that the disagreement about the nature of beauty arises from the fact that beauty is a matter of the mind. By this he does not mean that every mind is therefore allowed to make a different decision about what is beautiful. Rather, he means that the mind takes delight in contemplating what is beautiful, and the mind judges whether something is beautiful, not a person’s emotions. Thus, if one person has more knowledge, or has been trained more thoroughly in a certain art, he will be able to understand the depth of beauty in that art better than someone who lacks such training. Building on this principle, John Armstrong has argued that the quality of the engagement of the mind also effects our perception of beauty. He observes regarding one painting, “It is perfectly possible that some people think it beautiful – but only…because they don’t really look at it.”
 Different people may be struck differently by an object, but that does not mean that beauty itself changes from one person to another. 
Humanity’s fallen nature also plays a significant role in judging beauty. If a person is fallen, then his mind will not be able to perceive beauty perfectly. This does not mean that he is incapable of seeing beauty, but that he will always have an incomplete understanding of it. In other words, just as a person can pursue truth but will not know all truth perfectly until raised up to be with Christ, so a person can contemplate beauty but not know beauty perfectly until he is with the Author and Source of beauty. Again, different perceptions of beauty do not prove its subjectivity, but our finitude. 

Others may argue that even if beauty is objective, its qualities could hardly be described by such terms as proportion, form, and order. If this were true, wouldn’t one have to conclude that pictures of equilateral triangles are some of the most beautiful pictures in the world? But this question misinterprets what Edwards and Augustine argue. Edwards is quick to clarify that, although there is a certain beauty to equilateral triangles, the greatest beauty is found in the complex arrangement of proportionate figures. In fact, Edwards argues that the greater the variety and complexity, the greater the beauty of the resulting harmony or unity.
 Edwards does not argue that beauty can simply be measured on a graph of complexity, nor does he argue that something more complex is automatically more beautiful. Many simple things are more beautiful than complex things because they more fully integrate their parts into a proportioned, ordered, pleasing whole. Rather, Edwards argues that the more differing parts are brought into harmony and agreement and united in a common end, the more striking the beauty which presents itself to our minds and souls. While there is beauty in ordered shapes, that beauty becomes more powerful when those shapes are a part of a complex, harmonious, united whole.

Augustine’s understanding of the role of the mind in experiencing beauty also raises objections. Doesn’t this approach reduce beauty to a logical exercise? Yet for many, beauty tends to fade away as they contemplate beauty and actively look for it. The more a person analyzes the expertise of an artwork, the more he examines the lines and angles of a building, the less he feels awed by its beauty. However, Augustine does not argue that beauty must be enjoyed in a purely rational, logical manner. Instead, he demonstrates that the mind, not the senses, takes delight in what is beautiful. Perhaps a person will find a painting more beautiful upon close examination, or perhaps a person will be immediately struck with a wonder that will slowly pass as he considers the details of a painting and loses sight of the whole work. In either case, whether consciously or unconsciously, the mind takes pleasure in that which reflects the character of God. 


Again and again it is clear that Augustine and Edwards ground their aesthetics in their theology. Their understanding of beauty is dependent upon their understanding of God. But where does that leave the unbeliever? If beauty is pleasurable because it reflects the nature of God, how can an atheist find pleasure in what is beautiful? 

All human beings are marred by the effects of sin, and their understanding of truth, goodness, and beauty are all impaired. However, while sinful men cannot fully see truth, nor understand the beauty of Christ, Paul has argued in Romans that all are without excuse precisely because “His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made.”
 God’s general revelation is such that all people can see the evidence of a Creator, and it is written on the hearts of all that both Creator and creation are beautiful. This is Edwards’ point when he writes that God has written the laws of beauty on the heart of man.
 However, unbelievers do not know the context. They see parts, but not the whole. For this reason, while all people may love some beautiful things, they all cannot see the same beauty as a believer, nor will they all understand why something is beautiful. Atheists can be moved by beauty, but without knowledge of God, they cannot rightly understand it. 

Often, however, believers are skeptical of giving any importance to physical beauty. The defeat of the Gnostics and iconoclasts did not end the urge to oppose earthly beauty in favor of spiritual beauty. Isn’t Satan described as the most beautiful of all the angels, while Christ on the cross was a picture of agony and ugliness? Weren’t the widow’s two mites more beautiful than all the gold and glitter of the Pharisees? These questions do reveal important truths about beauty, but they do not undermine it.

The first objection asks whether Satan’s fallen beauty is not greater than the beauty of our Savior on the cross. Although Satan’s attractiveness is certainly biblical, under no part of either Augustine’s or Edwards’ definition of beauty is Satan beautiful or Christ ugly. As Augustine discussed, beauty is necessarily tied to truth. Beauty, properly understood, is powerful precisely because it serves to illuminate and give splendor to truth and goodness. Thus, nothing can be beautiful if it is false. This does not mean that false things cannot be attractive, especially to fallen humanity, but it does mean that if considered properly, only those who have a genuine love for all other beings, or benevolence to being in general as Edwards put it, will be beautiful. When Satan’s sinfulness is clearly understood, he appears instead to be the least beautiful of all beings. Christ, on the other hand, certainly gives up all his splendor and beauty to hang on the cross and take the punishment for our sins. However, when His work and the importance of the cross are understood, He appears supremely beautiful.

This begs the question of the importance of physical beauty compared to spiritual beauty. If it is the inner beauty of a person that is really important, and the immediate impression one gets when one looks at something is irrelevant (hence the reason that Christ can be beautiful and Satan ugly), doesn’t that undermine the powerful theological role of physical beauty? 

This question, however, masks a dualism that tries to drive an inappropriate wedge between the spiritual and the physical. Beauty is not an abstract concept that is applied in one way to spiritual things and in another to physical things. Rather, it is a way of describing God and the manner of His revelation to us. The lilies of the field are not irrelevant because good character is a clearer picture of God’s beauty. Both are means of revealing the glory of God. Of course there is a necessary distinction between inanimate objects and the will, and Edwards makes this distinction by dividing spiritual beauty from physical beauty. But Edwards never rejects one sort of beauty while clinging to another, for both reflect the same truth about their Creator. Far from undermining physical beauty, the examples of Christ and Lucifer only highlight the importance of understanding the distinction between outward attractiveness and true beauty. Both spiritual and physical beauty can appear attractive and not be beautiful; fallen humanity is not deceived by the false attractiveness of physical objects only, but of bad character and actions as well.  Physical beauty is inferior to that beauty which more fully echoes the beauty of our Lord, but it is not something completely different from spiritual beauty, and it is certainly not irrelevant to the believer or the church. 

The final point Augustine and Edwards make is that both the beauty of creation and the beauty of well-crafted art reveal the supremely beautiful God. As John Mason Hodges puts it, “CS Lewis has written that the beauty one finds in the rose does not come from the rose, but rather through the rose. The rose is only a medium for the glory of God.”
 Beauty’s importance comes from the fact that a person does not simply dwell on the physical characteristics of beauty, but is called by them to the beauty or glory of God. 
Augustine and Edwards do not connect beauty with God’s general revelation only; they also argue that God’s beauty plays a central role in conversion. Both Augustine and Edwards recall the beauty and the splendor of Christ and His work, and Edwards specifically attributes the transformation of his heart to the beauty of Christ.
 Of course it would be dangerous and erroneous to conclude that anything the soul is attracted to must be the call of beauty to truth. Clearly, fallen souls can be led astray. But the Spirit can and does work through beauty as a means of drawing souls to God. Edwards writes that the Spirit used the beauty of Christ to convert his own soul and the beauty of creation to lift his soul to his Creator. In the end, Augustine and Edwards both conclude that although physical beauty is not more important that the spiritual beauty of our souls, it is powerful, and it does play a significant role in our knowledge of God and of our attraction to Christ. 

To summarize Augustine and Edwards, beauty is an objective principle which delights the soul because it reflects and reveals the divine. External form is certainly a major part of what beauty is, but Augustine and Edwards would never divorce their understanding of physical beauty from its source in God Himself. In the end, this connection between the physical and the spiritual is what gives beauty its power and allows Augustine and Edwards to answer many of the objections that beat against an objective understanding of beauty.

Before concluding, it is necessary to point out that beauty is not an abstract principle that can be analyzed in isolation. Beauty refers to specific qualities and relationships in beings and objects. When beauty is discussed in isolation, a host of philosophical difficulties spring up. Armstrong is careful to note that beauty reflects the truth, but beauty cannot make something false, true, or something bad, good.
 While this is true, this question only arises if we deal with beauty in isolation from God, Who defines beauty. If beauty is that which reflects the nature of God, then there is no dispute over whether or not something false can become true if it is made beautiful. The false and the beautiful are mutually exclusive. 
However, if the false can never be beautiful, then questions arise regarding a person’s ability to know what objects are beautiful and what are not. Certainly people have called evil things beautiful, and Scripture argues that sin masks itself with attractive power. How can one know what is beautiful? To begin, Edwards argues that God has written on the hearts of all people what is beautiful. He writes, “The cause why secondary beauty is grateful to men, is only a law of nature, which God has fixed, or an instinct he has given to mankind.”
 Thus to some extent, the answer is that we will just know what is beautiful and what is not because God has given people an instinctual love for beauty. One does not need to stop and think for a moment about whether or not a rose is beautiful, one immediately sees its beauty. Anything that is truly beautiful will endure scrutiny, but one does not need to logically analyze something in order to discover its beauty. There are standards for beauty as well; Augustine and Edwards both contend that order, proportion, harmony, and unity define the relationships of things that are beautiful. It is certainly true that people do not always recognize such objects as beautiful. It is important to remember, however, that people have no less trouble distinguishing what is true and good, even when objective standards clearly define truth and goodness. In the end, those things which truly exhibit their likeness to the character of God are beautiful, and the more a person seeks to love and enjoy such things, the more beauty will shine into his soul. 

Finally, since the goal of this definition is to come to a proper Christian understanding of beauty, it is essential to state clearly the role of beauty in the Christian life. On the one hand, the power of beauty can be harmful. Augustine argues that beauty can be so powerful that it distracts the mind from God.
 But Augustine is quick contend that the mind has the ability to stay focused on God, and will not necessarily be drawn from Him by physical beauty. The Christian must take care to delight in beauty, but to resist any urge to get so caught up in the form of beauty that he forgets the Creator of beauty. One the other hand, while beautiful churches and soul-enriching music are not necessary to conversion, conversion will include a glorious vision of Christ’s beauty. In light of this, physical beauty, although not necessary, does enrich the soul because it gives a glimpse, albeit in a mirror darkly, of Christ’s beauty. It is not only permissible, but desirable for the Christian to love beauty. The Christian should live a life that beautifully reflects and reveals his Savior and should seek to create and enjoy physical beauty that can also reflect and reveal his Savior. 

Beauty in Scripture
If this definition is to summarize a Christian understanding of beauty, however, it must be confirmed by the evidence of Scripture. Augustine and Edwards are certainly two of the greatest figures in the history of the Christian faith, but Scripture is the ultimate authority. Although Augustine and Edwards are more philosophical in their approach, Scripture supports their conclusions regarding the source of beauty, the nature of beauty, and the power of beauty. 


Augustine and Edwards ground their understanding of beauty in God, and Scripture certainly does the same. The psalmist writes, “One thing I have desired of the Lord, that will I seek…to behold the beauty of the Lord.”
 Beauty is an attribute of God that the psalmist desires to behold. Later, the psalmist connects beauty with holiness, calling Israel to “worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness.”
 Thus, God’s moral perfection is an expression of His beauty. This is exactly what Edwards argues when he writes that God’s great beauty depends on His great virtue, or His benevolence to all beings. Not only is God perfectly beautiful, but all created things also derive their beauty from Him. The prophet Isaiah declares to Israel, “In that day the LORD of hosts will be for a crown of glory and a diadem of beauty to the remnant of His people.”
 The Lord is praised as the cause and source of the beauty of His people. Again Scripture says, “The glory of Lebanon shall come to you, the cypress, the pine, and the box tree together, to beautify the place of My sanctuary; And I will make the place of My feet glorious.”
 Not only the people of Israel, but the temple would be beautiful because of its relationship to God. Beauty is fully dependent upon the Lord, the diadem of beauty, and all beauty reflects Him. 


These verses also bear witness to Augustine’s and Edwards’ claim that actions or matters of the will are beautiful as well as physical objects. In fact, Isaiah draws a close connection between beauty and virtue when he argues that because of its disobedience, Ephraim’s “glorious beauty is a fading flower.”
 Israel’s glorious beauty was manifested in its faithful obedience to Him, and so its beauty faded when it rejected the source of its beauty. Like Augustine and Edwards, Scripture regards physical beauty highly as well, for physical beauty is a reflection of the perfect beauty of God. As Dyrness writes, “Still there is no feeling in the Old Testament that the creature must be a lesser beauty because it is physical. Rather, it is able to display in its own creaturely way that quality or perfection that belongs to the character of God.”
 Of course the physical will not be perfectly beautiful, but that does not diminish the importance of its beauty. Rather, physical beauty is important precisely because it reflects and reveals God. 

Many of the characteristics of beauty that Augustine and Edwards include in their philosophies of beauty can be found in Scripture as well. For instance, Dyrness claims that one of the key arguments of the Old Testament is that images are part of a larger understanding of worship; all of creation is a grand demonstration of God’s glory.
 This echoes the argument of Augustine and Edwards that beauty must be understood in context, and that an object loses its beauty when viewed in isolation. The psalmist draws the connection between beauty and delight that Augustine and Edwards both argue for. King David writes, “One thing I have desired of the Lord, That will I seek…to behold the beauty of the Lord.”
 Dwelling before our God and beholding His beauty is something to be desired. Matthew Henry writes that the two pillars of the temple must have been “framed…according to the best rules of proportion, to please the eye.”
 While this is not a scriptural reference, Henry is clearly picking up on the variety, proportion, and skillful craftsmanship that characterized the temple. It was a place where the people would take pleasure in worshipping their God, and they would derive their pleasure partly from the beauty of the temple, which is described in terms of the same qualities of beauty mentioned by Augustine and Edwards.
Many Christians are uncomfortable with placing an emphasis on physical beauty in the manner of Augustine and Edwards. Both of these men argued that beauty played a role in revealing God, in turning the soul toward God, and in the worship of God. But isn’t beauty deceiving? Aren’t we forbidden from making any images for worship? On the contrary, Scripture clearly confirms Augustine and Edwards in their argument for beauty’s purpose and power. 


The psalmist, Paul, and other biblical writers claim that the character of God is clearly visible in the beauty of creation. Romans 1:20 states, “His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made,”
 while Psalm 19:1 reads, “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament shows His handiwork.”
 Augustine and Edwards pick apart the particulars of this argument, contending that it is the qualities of harmony, consent, agreement, unity, and order which reflect the nature of God. Although Scripture doesn’t address these particulars, it does make clear that the beauty of creation plays a role in revealing God.


However, the role of beauty in worship and its ability to turn the heart towards God are much more controversial. Many people would argue that it is the role of the Holy Spirit to draw our hearts to God, and this excludes the means of physical objects. Beginning with the second commandment, the Old Testament presents a system of worship that demonstrates the important place of physical beauty in praising the Creator. 
God commands Israel in Exodus 20, “You shall not make for yourself a carved image - any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.”
 It seems as if God’s people are not to make any image at all. But what is the context of the command? The reader already knows he is to have no other gods before the Lord, so it would be rather redundant for the second commandment to mean that people should not make any other images and worship them as gods. It is far more likely that the Lord is commanding his people not to attempt to worship Him, the One, true God mentioned in the first commandment, by any image that is in heaven above, earth beneath, or the waters under the earth lest it become an object of worship itself. Images are forbidden here, not because God did not want His people to make any images, but because God is to be worshipped directly, not through His creation.

God’s command but five chapters later confirms the legitimacy of images. In Exodus 25, God commands the Israelites, “And you shall make two cherubim of gold; of hammered work you shall make them at the two ends of the mercy seat.”
 These cherubim are, obviously, images of things in heaven above. But cherubim are not the only images used in the Old Testament. Moses was commanded to set up an image of a serpent upon a pole so that the people might be healed, while the temple was filled with images of beasts, heavenly creatures, and flowers of the ground. From these passages it is clear that images are not only appropriate for God’s people, but they are appropriate in the context of worship. God did not relegate art and images to places and times when people would not be tempted to worship Him. Rather, the cherubim were located upon the central element of tabernacle worship. This is not to say that the cherubim were themselves means of worship, but they did create an atmosphere conducive to worship and conducive to recalling God’s glory and majesty. God’s command was not a prohibition against images, but a protection of His own transcendence.
Looking at the wider context of Exodus 25, the inclusion of beautiful artifacts in the temple becomes even more apparent. God commanded the Israelites to create lampstands, bowls, and tables which are decorated with ornamental knobs, flower blossoms, and other such adornments which are most definitely not necessary, but are included for the sake of their beauty. In fact, in Exodus 28, God directs the people to make the priestly garments for the purpose of glory and beauty “And you shall make holy garments for Aaron your brother for glory and for beauty.”
 Beauty is not an afterthought, nor something that is merely permitted to God’s people; it is significant enough to be the purpose for fashioning the temple artifacts in the way that they were. 
In addition, notice that the beauty of the tabernacle is both symbolic, or representational, and non-representational. The priestly garments included twelve gems that were placed upon Aaron’s heart as a symbol of his bearing the twelve tribes before the Lord. “So Aaron shall bear the names of the sons of Israel on the breastplate of judgment over his heart, when he goes into the holy place, as a memorial before the LORD continually.”
 But the robe of the ephod was clearly non-representational. The pomegranates that were to be woven upon the hem of the robe were to be blue, purple, and scarlet, colors in which real pomegranates do not come. Thus, the beauty of the tabernacle is not limited to exact pictures of God’s creation, but includes both true representations from God’s creation and non-representational ornaments.
What do these verses reveal about the role of beauty and physical images in worship? Scripture makes it clear that beauty plays an integral role in worship. The purpose of the priestly garments is expressly “for glory and for beauty”, but the purpose of the ornaments on the lampstands and other tabernacle articles were just as clearly for beauty. These passages also begin to demonstrate the role of beauty in worship and the reason it is not idolatrous for our places of worship to be monuments of beauty. The cherubim on the ark were not meant to be worshipped, nor was the purpose of the gold and rich adornment an effort to demonstrate the people’s respect and devotion for their God. This beauty was present to prepare the people to worship their God. It was to set the people’s minds and hearts upon the God they served and to point to the glory of that majestic Being. The cherubim represent the glory of the God that is to be worshiped, and they point up to Him. The priestly garments both reflect and point up towards the glory and majesty of the God they served. Matthew Henry comments on this passage that “the people might [by these garments] be possessed with a holy reverence of that God whose ministers appeared in such grandeur.”
 Later, Henry adds that the cherubim in the temple are “to remind the worshippers to lift up their hearts, and to soar upward in their devotions.”
 Finally, the overall description of the preparations for the tabernacle and the priestly garments emphasizes stunning beauty and grandeur. God does not ordain a sanctuary of asceticism, but a place where His glory and beauty is reflected, in order that His people may turn their eyes toward Him.

Continuing on from the days of the tabernacle to the building of the temple, many of these same principles are in play. In 1 Kings 6-7 and 2 Chronicles 3-4, the temple is described in all its beauty and glory. It includes images of lions, oxen, cherubim, lilies, pomegranates, palm trees, and non-representational lattices and patterns. It includes the Sea – a basin of water that could be used for cleansing – which stood upon oxen and was decorated with flowers. The temple includes the two free standing pillars, which, as Francis Schaffer points out, had no structural purpose, but were there for the purpose of their beauty.
 2 Chronicles 3:6 states that Solomon decorated the house “with precious stones for beauty.”
 Again Scripture provides a striking account of the temple’s beauty, and again it mentions beauty as the goal of the detailed, creative process. 

The magnitude of the beauty is notable as well as the quality. Four hundred pomegranates were carved on the capital of the pillar, while cherubim were not only molded, but also woven with gold thread into the curtains. The atmosphere of such a temple could lift the minds and the hearts of the people to dwell upon the majesty of a God whose glory was far beyond anything they could imagine. And this was exactly the purpose for which such a beautiful place of worship was built.

At the same time, all this beauty does not raise the physical beyond its proper limits. Lest the Israelites be deceived, the Lord Himself descended upon the temple at its dedication, so that the priests are unable to minister because of the glory of the Lord filling the temple. Here the reader is reminded that beauty is a legitimate end for houses of worship, but no man-made beauty can compare with the glorious God, the very source of beauty.

The question that remains, then, is whether the important role of physical beauty in worship carries on into the New Testament. Jesus Himself argues that the Jewish system of worship was flawed. The presence of God is no longer mediated by the temple, but rather, “God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.”
 The author of Hebrews writes that “Christ came as High Priest of the good things to come, with the greater and more perfect tabernacle not made with hands, that is, not of this creation,”
 and then again, “For Christ has not entered the holy places made with hands, which are copies of the true, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God.”
 The function of the tabernacle and temple are no longer needed in the same way. A physical place, golden articles, and priestly garments are not required to mediate God’s presence, but God’s presence is with us through His Spirit. However, this does not mean that the Gnostics were right and that the physical has no place in worship. It is certainly true that the New Testament rejects any tendency to rely upon specific physical objects as the means of coming before God. However, God still used images to communicate with His people – tongues of fire representing the power of the Holy Spirit danced on the heads of the apostles at Pentecost and Revelation is full of images and pictures of glory to whet our appetites for the glorious age to come. Most significantly, Christ is repeatedly described as the glorious image of God. Christ is “the image of God,”
 “the brightness of His glory and the express image of His person,”
 and “the image of the invisible God.” 
  Jesus is not only the Word, but also the Image. The New Testament issues warnings about the misuse of physical objects in worship, but it never rejects the legitimacy of physical beauty. In their statements about physical objects in worship, Christ and the author of Hebrews both seem concerned, not with physical objects of beauty in themselves, but with a mistaken conception of worship of God, namely that only the ritual and physical foundation of Mt. Zion could mediate the presence of God. Nevertheless, beauty and images are still legitimate parts of worship, and the Holy Spirit can still work through beauty to lift minds and hearts to God.  

Although the Bible does not take us through a systematic philosophy of beauty in the manner of Augustine or Edwards, its fundamental principles are the same. God is clearly the source and definition of beauty in the writings of these men and in Scripture. Most importantly, the significance of physical beauty and its legitimate role in revealing God, in luring the soul toward God, and in worshipping God is abundantly clear in Scripture. In the end, it is only with scriptural authority that Augustine and Edwards attempt to establish a proper, Christian understanding of beauty.

Beauty’s Decline
This understanding of beauty, however, does not seem to match up with the view of much of the church today. If beauty was such an integral part of faith and life for Augustine and Edwards, why do so few Christians appreciate beauty in the same way? Why are so many church buildings visual catastrophes? The church has gradually adopted a negative philosophy of beauty, in which beauty is usually insufficient and unimportant, while in some cases it is even considered dangerous. Because of this indifference or opposition, beauty has largely fallen out of the church’s vocabulary in the 20th century. 

It would be difficult to trace all that has contributed to the decline of beauty, but there are a few major causes of its fall. The decline of beauty was a path taken by the culture first, and much of the church followed soon after. Therefore, at the heart of the decline of beauty in the church has been its willingness to accept trends in cultural thought. 

A major shift in understanding the world took place in the Enlightenment. At the heart of Enlightenment thinking was an empiricism that governed much philosophical and scientific inquiry. When thinkers such as David Hume, Immanuel Kant, Alexander Gerard, and Joseph Addison thought about beauty, their experience told them one thing: not everything that was beautiful according to the classical definition affected them in the same way. This was a radical conclusion, for if experience is the authority and the classical definition for beauty does not hold up to experience, then the definition of beauty which had lasted for nearly two thousand years was wrong. 
Descartes began the assault on the objective understanding of beauty in the sixteenth century, declaring that beauty was nothing more than the relation of our judgment to an object.
 Beauty, then, does not rest in the object, but in our judgment. Addison furthered the argument in his essays for the Spectator, arguing that beauty’s proper place was in the realm of the imagination.
 Although the imagination requires a visible object, Addison argued that the pleasure of beauty was primarily an imaginative pleasure, or an aesthetic experience, rather than an enjoyment derived from an object itself. 


Two more steps led Enlightenment minds further away from Augustine’s and Edwards’ philosophy of beauty. Hume and Kant solidified the move from external to internal standards for judging beauty. Hume wrote that beauty is a human disposition rather than an objective criteria. This sense of beauty arises when human beings emotionally experience something that is ‘calmly’ delightful.
 Instead of beauty, Hume spent much of his time considering the issue of taste, which he believed more accurately described the responses of each person. Although Hume did claim that taste had some objective standards, he still changed the discussion from qualities of an object to dispositions of the mind. Kant took the same approach, stating simply that all judgments about beauty are individual judgments.
 
Edmund Burke took the next step. He not only distinguished between the beautiful and the sublime, but also argued that the sublime was prior to the beautiful. His reason for giving sublimity a higher priority than beauty is that the sublime raises greater emotions in us than the beautiful. As Jerome Stolnitz describes, “Burke insists that the sublime ‘is productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.’ The experience of beauty comes to seem slight by contrast and beauty itself, fragile and attenuated.”
 This removes the importance of beauty a step further, first by placing the locus of aesthetics in emotional experiences, and then by arguing that sublimity yields a greater, more powerful emotional response than beauty does. 

The Enlightenment did end with twentieth century aesthetics, but it did lead us there. Beauty went from being a set of external qualities, to being one aspect of imaginative delight, to being an inferior means of sparking an emotional response. As a result, beauty is insufficient in itself, and it requires something sublime to agitate emotion. This is a logical conclusion, for when beauty becomes subjective, it loses any objective basis for providing pleasure. One day a painting may be appear beautiful, the next day it may not. However, such a fading, subjective pleasure will soon lose its impact on the soul. It will become powerless to affect the soul, and the individual will need something more intense, or more sublime, to gain the same emotional response. If we try to retain our appreciation for this sort of beauty, we are left looking within ourselves and considering emotions, rather than realities. As Herbert Cory has put it, “If we close our eyes…to external obstacles and so cling as best we may to the reveries that preceded our felt difficulties we become sentimentalists and produce works of art not beautiful but pretty.”
 It should be no surprise, then, that the culture has a propensity to embrace paintings meant to produce good feelings rather than works of art that will speak powerfully to its soul. 

In addition to the Enlightenment philosophy which left beauty to swim in a sea of emotional relativism, the rise of utilitarianism, which accompanied the Enlightenment, pressed beauty into irrelevance. With Mill, Benthem, and other eighteenth and nineteenth century philosophers, specialization, production, and usefulness became the dominant themes of the day. Beauty serves little practical purpose in the chain of production and does little to boost the economy. Of course, the uselessness of beauty only increases with its relegation to the realm of emotions. In the end, the only place left for beauty by utilitarianism is that of an unnecessary luxury, an adornment for the elite which undermines efficiency and productivity. Thus, the economic drive of the 18th century continued to push beauty to the periphery. 
As a result of utilitarianism and its push for efficiency, artists had less reason to pour time and effort into creating works of stunning beauty. Instead, they became producers in the utilitarian economy. Art was produced for a popular audience and its aims were to sell as well as possible. As a result of this slide from creation to production, art became another element of the mass economy. Prints, postcards, and placards were sold at trinket shops across the nation while art that expressed the artist’s soul became increasingly rare. However, when art is produced to be sold rather than created to express the soul, it quickly falls into trivial prettiness and away from profound beauty. Before long, wallet sized, sentimental pictures of Jesus characterized Christian art, and not long after, art was left in favor of bumper stickers with slogans such as “Got Jesus?”

While the culture surrounding the church shrugged off beauty, many churches turned beauty into a theological pitfall. Beginning in the sixteenth century, the Reformers rightly pointed out many of the flaws and excesses of the Catholic Church. They also rightly recalled the church to the importance of the word as the primary means by which God revealed His salvation to His people. However, while the word needed to be brought back from its exile, it did not follow that truth should drive beauty out of the church. Reformation iconoclasm was not a logical or necessary corollary. Rather, the proper relationship of truth and beauty, word and image, needed to be restored. As Augustine and Edwards both argued, while truth and beauty are not the same thing, they are also not unrelated, for beauty is a characteristic of truth. Thus, both have a proper place in the church and in the Christian life.
With Calvin and Zwingli leading the charge, many reformers allowed the fear of deceptive splendor to supplant all beauty in the church. It is true that evil has not lost all of its attraction, and that which is visually attractive does have the greatest power to deceive. The Reformers rightly looked to God for beauty since He is the perfection of beauty. However, in looking to God to find beauty, the Reformers tended to view God’s beauty as an incommunicable attribute, rather than recognizing it as a display of His glory. Beauty became an eschatological anticipation, rather than a present reflection of a future hope. While the shift was not complete or immediate, the tendency to relegate beauty to an aspect of eternity at the expense of its role in the church today gradually spread to more and more of the church. Thus, as a result of a proper need to elevate the word, beauty slipped by the wayside.

In addition to the influence of doctrine, the growing mega-church movement of the twentieth century has pushed beauty even further away from the practice of many churches. Evangelicals have pushed hard throughout the twentieth century to bring large numbers of people into the church. This evangelistic push demanded space for the increasing number of church goers, and many churches sacrificed beauty in order to bring in lots of people. Churches expanded into large theatre-style auditoriums, while sports stadiums have been the sites of more and more church services across the country. These stadiums can hold the numbers many churches want, but they are not beautiful places of worship. Of course large spaces for worship are not necessarily antithetical to beauty, but in many cases, churches have sacrificed beauty for size. Big but ugly buildings have taken the place of beautiful places of worship. Likewise, getting people to church is a good thing, but for many churches, it has become the principal goal, and much has been sacrificed in pursuit of it. Beauty is one of the victims.

In order to attract large crowds from the community, churches have also attempted to make their churches as comfortable as possible. Coffee shops serve congregations across the nation, while Willow Creek Church in Chicago has taken the next step and included a full food court. The music in churches has slowly reflected the music of the culture with increasing accuracy, and video presentations on large screens make Sunday morning enjoyable for those who wouldn’t otherwise be comfortable in a church. Again, these measures in themselves do not undermine beauty, but the premise of making church a place where the non-Christian will feel comfortable and understand that he is not out of place is quite a different premise from that which seeks to bring the non-Christian into contact with the divine. This is not a comfortable experience, though it can and should be the most joyful. The point is not that coffee shops are bad, but that many churches need to rethink the power of beauty and the weakness of creating an atmosphere that mirrors the favorite hang-out places of our culture.
The purpose of beauty is to bring the soul in contact with the divine. Both Augustine and Edwards argue that beauty points upward to the Creator of all beauty, who is Himself perfectly beautiful. Much of what the church has done in its history has accomplished this goal. It is often humbling just to stand in a medieval cathedral, while the music of Bach’s cantatas can make the soul sing for joy. But this beauty is laid aside by many churches today because it is an intimidating experience for unbelievers. The beauty of church art, architecture, and music is sacrificed for entertaining large crowds of unbelievers. Is it not possible that these churches have lost a valuable means of portraying the glory of God by sacrificing such beauty?
The Call of Beauty


If Scripture advocates a love and appreciation for beauty, then Christians too should advocate a love and appreciation for beauty. If God is beautiful, and the beauty of His creation is a means of lifting our souls up to Him, then Christians should seek beauty wherever it may be found. It is true, of course, that some have been caught up in beauty and forgotten its Creator, but in general, there is a greater need to remind people that beauty is an important characteristic of God’s character and creation, and therefore an important part of the Christian life.

Edwards argues that the soul that has been transformed by Christ should have a greater appreciation of beauty than is possible for any pagan, for the Author of beauty dwells within him. Dyrness goes a step further, arguing that when Ezekiel calls the redeemed Israel “exceedingly beautiful” (Ez. 16:13), he is implying that the process of God’s redemption includes a restoration of the integrity of the created order wherein it will again be characterized by beauty.
 The Christian’s life should be clearly marked by the beauty of a restored soul, a beauty that will attract the culture around us and call it to the same restoration he has experienced. 
In addition, if the purpose of life is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever, then one should appreciate beauty all the more, for enjoying beauty is one of the means He has given His creatures to glorify Him. As Doug Jones wrote, “Recognizing, contemplating, and imbibing beauty is central to glorifying and enjoying God forever. Without beauty, we can be but empty clouds, hollow Christians.”
 If beauty reflects and reveals God, then Christians can exalt God by delighting in the beauty He has created, while ignoring beauty can detract from our own delight in our Savior, and therefore in our ability to give Him glory. 
Not only should we love beauty because it reflects our Savior, but we should also enjoy beauty because of it is food for our souls. A life of asceticism and legalism leaves the soul bereft of the joy that comes from beauty. Gruchy argues that, “Faith without a sense of beauty, or religion severed from imagination, leaves us with a drought in our souls.”
 While salvation may not depend upon a love of beauty, a proper delight in God does. When souls lack the fullness of God, they are also unable to communicate the fullness of God to those around us. In other words, if the church is not beautiful and if its message is not powerfully attractive then the truth of its message does not have the same appeal to the culture. Hodges wrote, “If the culture Christians generate is not beautiful in a way no other culture is, it will become increasingly difficult to make a compelling case to the unbeliever to accept our God or His word.”
 Or as Uwe Siemon Netto puts it, “One of the Christians’ most powerful weapons in this struggle is the realization by parents, pastors, and teachers that they have a divine calling to nurture the love of beauty all children are born with, as they all are made in the beautiful image of God.”
 An increased appreciation for beauty and a readiness to incorporate beauty into our lives will strengthen our witness to a world immersed in the ugliness of sin.
It would be wrong to leave this discussion of beauty without remembering Augustine’s warning. Beauty can be distracting if the soul is not oriented to its Creator. Just as many who immerse themselves in theology lose sight of the Theo-Logos, the Word of God, so many may gaze intently on beauty and lose sight of the Author and Sustainer of beauty. Nicholas Wolterstoff has warned that Christians have a responsibility to resist the ultimacy of the process – art does not restore the soul, Jesus does, and beauty is powerful because of its reflection of Jesus, not because of the paints used and the brushstrokes made. Art praises God and its purpose is the greater glory of God.
 If Christians retain this balance then beauty can raise their souls to God without turning them away from God in the end. 

Of course, only the Spirit can convict the heart, and beauty does not take the place of the Spirit. But the Spirit works through means, and a church that is noticeably beautiful in a way the rest of the culture is not is a means by which the Spirit can work. The Spirit’s exclusive power to convert the soul should not slacken our pursuit of a church that is stunningly beautiful in its life as well as in its art, architecture, and music.

Conclusion

Beauty is not the same as truth or goodness, but beauty accompanies and illumines that which is true and good. Sadly, many churches, especially many Protestant churches, have lost sight of beauty’s power, and therefore, have lost a primary means of gripping the soul. The decline of beauty did not happen over night, but bit by bit, piece by piece, the classical, Christian understanding of beauty fell prey to empiricism and utilitarianism before being replaced by emotional experiences and trite prettiness. But the voices of the great theologians still call to us; specifically, Augustine and Edwards still defend the objective characteristics of beauty, including its source and foundation in God and its role as an arrow pointing back to the Creator of all that is beautiful around us. If Christians are willing to exert their minds to understand what is beautiful, then that beauty will lift their souls to their Savior and will challenge a culture largely bereft of art, architecture, or music that is astoundingly beautiful. 
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